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ABSTRACT 

A study assessed strategies agencies use to ensure that their 
workforces are receiving the training necessary to implement acquisition 
initiatives. Focus was on the General Services Administration (GSA) , National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), and Department of Defense (DOD). 
Findings indicated that the critical elements important to acquisition 
initiative training are prioritizing the acquisition initiatives most 
important to the agency; securing top-level commitment and resources; 
identifying those who need training on specific initiatives; tailoring 
training to -meet workforce needs; tracking training to ensure it reaches the 
right people;, and measuring training effectiveness. DOD, GSA, and NASA 
generally lacked a well-defined process that fully incorporates all six 
elements . These conditions facilitated using the key elements in an approach 
to training on acquisition initiatives: establishing an organizational focal 
point with authority over the wide range of personnel involved in the 
acquisition process; integrating training into the planning for policy 
implementation; and using the Federal Acquisition Institute to coordinate and 
facilitate training on government-wide initiatives. (Appendixes include scope 
and methodology and DOD and NASA comments.) (YLB) 
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Why GAO Did This Study What GAO Found 



The federal government is 
dramatically changing the way it 
purchases goods and services by 
relying more on judgment and 
initiative versus rigid rules for 
making purchasing decisions. 
Congress has enacted a series of 
reforms to help the government 
adapt to this environment 

GAO was asked to assess strategies 
agencies are using to ensure that 
their acquisition workforces are 
receiving the training needed to 
operate in a changing business 
environment. In doing so, GAO 
looked at the General Services 
Administration (GSA), the National 
Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA), and the 
Department of Defense (DOD). 
GAO also looked at the Federal 
Aviation Administration (FAA) 
because it is exempt from federal 
acquisition laws, giving it greater 
flexibility and discretion. 



What GAO Recommends 



GAO is recommending that the 
Office of Federal Procurement 
Policy develop a policy that calls 
on agencies to adopt the elements 
of the approach used by leading 
organizations; establish a focal 
point that can reach beyond the 
contracting community to set 
training requirements; and 
integrate training into planning for 
policy implementation. 

In response to a draft of this report, 
the Office of Federal Procurement 
Policy said that it would assess the 
current policy framework. 

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt7GAO-03-281. 

To view the full report, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 

For more information, contact Dave Cooper at 
(202) 512-4841 orcooperd@gao.gov. 




Industry and government experts alike recognize that training is a critical 
tool in successfully implementing change. To deliver training effectively, 
leading organizations typically prioritize initiatives that are most important 
to them, identify those needing training and set requirements, and ensure 
that their training reaches the right people. Top leadership supports these 
efforts by working to overcome resistance, marshalling resources, and 
building commitment to new ways of doing business. This approach, which 
incorporates the six elements that have been identified as key to training 
success, helps to ensure that training is well planned rather than left to 
chance. 

This approach was not consistently evident at the agencies GAO reviewed. 
While agencies had efforts underway to make training available and raise 
awareness of major acquisition initiatives, they often did not have an 
identifiable process for assuring that training reached all those who played a 
role in successful implementation. For example, DOD and the Army 
employed most elements of the approach in implementing training on one 
acquisition initiative — performance-based contracting. In particular, they set 
training as a high priority and defined who would be targeted for training. 

But their use of the elements was not evident on another initiative GAO 
examined. Similarly, the approach taken by GSA and NASA did not fully 
incorporate the key elements GAO identified. 

The approach taken by FAA was somewhat different. It created an 
organizational focal point to define a process and facilitate the management 
of its acquisition workforce, and it employed many of the key elements in its 
approach. For example, it created a special council of agency executives to 
establish priorities. 

Overall, GAO found that certain conditions tended to facilitate or hinder 
implementation of the key elements. For example, having a focal point that 
could reach beyond the contracting community helped to ensure that 
training was delivered to the right staff. Civilian agencies have not been 
supported by an agency that coordinates training on govemmentwide 
initiatives. Procurement executives expressed the view that the Federal 



Acquisition Institute should fulfill this role for civilian agencies. 


Kev Elements for Acquisition Initiative Traininq 


Prioritize initiatives so that the agency is 
focused on training that is most relevant to its 
mission 


Tailor training so that staff get the training that 
is most appropriate to them 


Demonstrate top level commitment and provide 
resources 


Track training to ensure it reaches the right 
people at the right time 


Identify those needing training and set 
requirements so that training reaches the right 
staff 


Measure the effectiveness of training so that 
further improvements can be made 



Source: GAO. 
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January 15, 2003 

The Honorable Tom Davis 

Chairman, Subcommittee on Technology and Procurement Policy 
Committee on Government Reform 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

The federal government is dramatically changing the way it purchases 
goods and services. As it strives to maximize the value of the $200 billion it 
spends annually, it is increasingly emulating the practices of commercial 
industry. As a result, rigid rules have given way to practices that rely more 
on the judgment and initiative of the individuals that make up the 
acquisition workforce. To help the government adapt to this changing 
environment, Congress enacted a series of acquisition reform initiatives in 
the 1990s. To take full advantage of these and subsequent initiatives and to 
spend money wisely, agencies need to train their workforces to ensure 
they have the skills necessary to operate in a changing business 
environment. 

Our recent work on purchase cards highlighted what can happen when 
training is ill-planned. The use of purchase cards was greatly expanded in 
order to simplify small procurements, and many more people were 
provided with the authority to make purchases on the government’s 
behalf. Yet, at some Department of Defense (DOD) locations we reviewed, 
the expanded authority was not accompanied by appropriate training 
which, when coupled with poor internal controls and inadequate guidance, 
left DOD vulnerable to fraudulent, wasteful, or abusive purchases. 1 

Because training is a critical element in achieving change, you asked us to 
assess the strategies agencies use to ensure that their workforces are 
receiving the training necessary to implement acquisition initiatives. To do 
this, we (1) identified elements of an approach to training that are critical 
to training on acquisition initiatives, (2) assessed the extent that agencies’ 



1 U.S. General Accounting Office, Control Weaknesses Leave Army Vulnerable to Potential 
Fraud, and Abuse, GAO-02-863T (Washington, D.C.: July 17, 2002) and U.S. General 
Accounting Office, Control Weaknesses Leave Army Vulnerable to Fraud, Waste, and 
Abuse, GAO-02-844T (Washington, D.C.: July 17, 2002). Further purchase card testimony 
and report titles are at the back of this report. 
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strategies used these elements, and (3) identified conditions that facilitate 
or hinder the use of the key elements in their approach to training on 
acquisition initiatives. Our review focused on the General Services 
Administration (GSA), the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA), and DOD. Together, these agencies represented 76 percent 2 of 
total contract dollars obligated in fiscal year 2001. We examined whether 
agencies’ strategies for translating acquisition initiatives into training 
incorporated the key elements. To gain an understanding of the process, 
we examined how DOD, GSA, and NASA applied their approaches to 
implementing a specific initiative, performance-based service contracting. 3 
In addition, at DOD we looked at another initiative, the use of commercial 
and nondevelopmental items, because this initiative directly affects how 
DOD acquires weapon systems. We also looked at the Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA) approach to training its workforce because its 
acquisition management system is exempt from all federal acquisition 
regulation and laws, giving it greater flexibility and discretion. We did not 
assess the effectiveness of the training provided by the agencies we 
reviewed. Further details on our objectives, scope, and methodology can 
be found in appendix I. 



Results in Brief 



Training is recognized by industry and government experts alike as a 
critical tool in successfully introducing, implementing, and reacting to 
change. The critical elements important to acquisition initiative training 
include (1) prioritizing the acquisition initiatives most important to the 
agency, (2) securing top-level commitment and resources, (3) identifying 
those who need training on specific initiatives, (4) tailoring training to 
meet the needs of the workforce, (5) tracking training to ensure it reaches 
the right people, and (6) measuring the effectiveness of training. Agencies 
that do not focus their attention on these critical elements risk having an 
acquisition workforce that is ill equipped to implement new processes. 
The probability of success is higher if training is well planned rather than 
left to chance. 



2 As reported in the Federal Procurement Data System for fiscal year 2001. Excludes 
construction dollars. 

3 Under performance-based service contracting, the agency identifies the results it wants, 
and the contractor decides on the best means to achieve the agency’s objective. See U.S. 
General Accounting Office, Guidance Needed for Using Performance-Based Service 
Contracting , GAO-02-1049 (Washington, D.C.: September 2002). 
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Our assessment of the strategies used by DOD, GSA, and NASA to train 
their acquisition workforces on initiatives found that the agencies 
generally lacked a well-defined process that fully incorporates all six 
elements. Agencies had efforts underway to make training available and 
raise awareness of major acquisition initiatives, but too often they did not 
have an identifiable process for ensuring that training on significant 
acquisition initiatives reached those who played a role in successful 
implementation of the initiative. 

DOD did not have an institutionalized approach that was applied 
consistently. DOD and the Army employed most elements in implementing 
one acquisition initiative — performance-based service contracting. For 
example, it set training as a high priority in its policy implementation 
directive and targeted training to the appropriate program, technical, 
financial, and other personnel. However, the use of the elements was not 
evident on another initiative we examined. Over the past year, DOD has 
moved toward a process that gives the Defense Acquisition University a 
greater role in training on new initiatives. GSA and NASA identified 
performance-based contracting as an important initiative and made 
training available through classroom and online learning opportunities. 
However, many of the key elements were absent or not fully addressed in 
their approach to training on new initiatives. 

FAA’s approach was somewhat different than the other agencies we 
reviewed. The Associate Administrator for Research and Acquisition 
created an organizational focal point to define a process and facilitate the 
management of their acquisition workforce. FAA employed many of the 
key elements in its approach, principally by creating a special council of 
agency executives within its acquisition and research organization to 
establish priorities and target resources to acquisition initiatives it 
assessed as a high priority. 

Certain conditions tended to facilitate or hinder use of an approach that 
incorporates the key elements. First, the presence of an organizational 
focal point that could reach beyond the contracting community allowed 
training to be targeted to staff in a range of career fields that are integral to 
the success of an initiative, such as program, technical, and financial 
personnel. Second, integrating training into the planning for policy 
implementation supported an approach incorporating the key elements. 
Finally, civilian agencies, unlike DOD, are not supported by a training 
organization that develops or coordinates training resources on 
govemmentwide initiatives. The Federal Acquisition Institute, which is 
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charged with supporting the civilian acquisition workforce, has not been 
engaged in training on acquisition initiatives. 



Background 
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We make recommendations on specific steps that the Office of Federal 
Procurement Policy can take to facilitate a sound management approach 
to training on acquisition initiatives. 



For decades the federal government has been struggling with ways to 
make the acquisition process more efficient. During the 1990s, Congress 
enacted two key pieces of acquisition legislation that affected training: the 
Defense Acquisition Workforce Improvement Act in 1990 for DOD and the 
Clinger-Cohen Act of 1996 for civilian agencies. Both were enacted to 
improve the management of the acquisition workforce. 

In July 2002 GAO reported 4 on agency efforts to define and train their 
workforces to meet the requirements of the Defense Acquisition 
Workforce Improvement Act and the Clinger-Cohen Act. Our report 
addressed the training requirements in these acts, that is, the training 
requirements employees must meet to qualify for specific workforce 
positions. Such training normally occurs during the first few years of an 
employee’s career. This report addresses another important element in 
successfully moving towards a changing business environment: training 
the relevant members of the workforce who have an integral role in the 
successful implementation of specific acquisition initiatives. The relevant 
workforce can include those in the contracting community, such as 
contracting officers and contracting officer technical representatives, as 
well as those outside the contracting community, such as program and 
financial managers. 

The Defense Acquisition Workforce Improvement Act recognized 
acquisition as a multidisciplinary career field comprised of 11 functional 
areas, such as program management; engineering; procurement, including 
contracting issues; and logistics. In response to the act’s requirements, 
DOD set education, training, and experience requirements for the 
functional areas and established the Defense Acquisition University to 
provide its acquisition workforce with the professional development and 



4 U.S. General Accounting Office, Agencies Need to Better Define and Track the Training 
of their Employees, GAO-02-737 (Washington, D.C.: July 2002). 
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